Journal of Teaching and Learning
Volume 3

Issue 1

Article 6

6-1977

Plains Indians and Formal Education Systems
Janet G. Ahler

Follow this and additional works at: https://commons.und.edu/tl-journal
Part of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning Commons

Recommended Citation
Ahler, Janet G. (1977) "Plains Indians and Formal Education Systems," Journal of Teaching and Learning:
Vol. 3 : Iss. 1 , Article 6.
Available at: https://commons.und.edu/tl-journal/vol3/iss1/6

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by UND Scholarly Commons. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Journal of Teaching and Learning by an authorized editor of UND Scholarly Commons. For more
information, please contact und.commons@library.und.edu.

Plains Indians and Formal Education Systems*
Janet Goldenstein Ahler
The University of North Dakota

In an article titled "Indian Education at Hampton
and Carlisle" in the April, 1881 issue of Harper's
New Monthly Magazine, we find the following introductory remark:
"There are many, no doubt, who will smile
at the title of this article much as if
it had read, 'Education for Buffaloes and
Wild Turkeys'." (Harper's 1881 659).
Though the article goes on to describe the kind of
education offered by these early schools to Native
Americans, the introductory statement gives us a clue
about the prevailing general attitude toward Indians
and their education in the Nineteenth Century. This
attitude has changed somewhat since 1881. Interest
in American Indian education has attracted the attention of educators, psychologists, sociologists, and
anthropologists. The many approaches to these studies
have been, of necessity, interdisciplinary. Because
acculturation has been an objective of schools in
educating people of different cultures, it might be
assumed that anthropologists would naturally have taken
an active and keen interest in Indian education. But,
until recently, few anthropologists have directed their
research in this area.
The intent of this paper is to review studies
and research endeavors concerned with the consequences
of Native Americans from traditional Plains cultures
participating in formal American education systems.
Specific criteria used in selecting studies for review
are that the focus of the study involves Plains Indians
in a formal school setting, or that the focus of the
*Presented to the Thirty-Fourth Annual Plains
Anthropology Conference, October, 1976.
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study involves the effects of formal education on
Plains Indians. Because unpublished research reports
on the subject are too numerous to be reviewed here,
only those that are representative of what has been
accomplished have been considered. The studies reviewed emphasize a variety of facets related to formal
education, including historical, psychological, linguistic, social/cultural, economic, cognitive, and
curricular facets. Many of the researchers combine
two or more of these considerations in their studies.
Formal education among Native Americans on the
Plains, as well as nationally, is a cumulative history
of mission schools primarily dedicated to the conversion of Indians to Christianity, of federal boarding
and day schools and of state public schools stressing
acculturation and assimilation into mainstream America,
and finally of recent trends toward Indian-controlled
schools which recognize and respect the traditional
cultures into which the Native American has been and
is still being educated and enculturated. Margaret
Szasz (1974) has compiled a comprehensive history of
Indian education, particularly for the 1928-1973
period. This work details the federal policies
affecting Native American education and includes
extensive discussions of the educational facilities
and objectives available for Plains Indians. Other
regional and local Indian education histories are
available. A history of education on the Turtle
Mountain Reservation in North Dakota is the focus of
a study by Robert Murray (1953); and the educational
history of the Three Affiliated Tribes in North Dakota
is provided by David Fischer (1954). Webster Robbins
(1976) has explored federal administrative and educational policies toward Indians in Nebraska from 1870
to 1970. Historical accounts are considered in a
report on public education on the Blue Pine Chippewa
Reservation in Minnesota (Harkins 1968) and in an
early study by Erik Erickson (1939) on Sioux education.
Francis La Flesche, an Omaha Indian, offers a personal
recounting of his mission school experiences in the
late Nineteenth Century in his book, The Middle Five
(1900). Federal policies in the 1880's against the
use of native languages in the schools are discussed
in an article by Louise Olsen (1953).
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Social and psychological considerations have been
popular aspects of education research. Major studies
of this nature on Plains Indians have been conducted
and/or reported by Gordon MacGregor (1946), Robert
Havighurst and Bernice Neugarten (19551, and Murray
and Rosalie Wax (1964, 1969). MacGregor's work on the
Dakota Sioux, Warriors Without Weapons, contains discussions of the consequences of formal education,
especially in chapters on childhood and adolescence and
in chapters on the personality of Dakota children.
MacGregor characterizes personality and social problems
which develop from the cultural conflict arising from
education in both the traditional Dakota culture and
the formal school systems. He concludes that the
personality of the Dakota child seems "crippled and
negative" (1946 209).
As a result of the Indian Education Research
Project conducted jointly by the University of Chicago
and the U.S. Office of Indian Affairs in the early
1940's, Havighurst and Neugarten published the book,
American Indian and White Children: A Sociopsychological Investigation, in 1955. The Teton Dakota Sioux
are included in this study. Findings suggest that
the Sioux are more acculturated than the Southwestern
Indian groups which were also studied, but that the
Sioux also display a high degree of culture conflict
(1955 202). Laura Thompson's article on the attitudes
and acculturation of Dakota Sioux and Ojibwa children
(1948 50:200-215) was also prompted by the investigations and results of the Indian Education Research
Project.
From extensive research conducted on the Pine
Ridge Reservation, Murray and Rosalie Wax and Robert
Dumont, Jr. produced the monograph Formal Education
in an American Indian Community (1964). These investigators concluded that isolation, in the form of
social distance and lack of communication, is the
major factor in problems related to Indian education
(1964 102). They also found that curricular offerings
and teaching techniques that are well-suited to urban
middle class children are not necessarily suited to the
culturally different Indian students (1964 104). Among
their numerous recommendations for solving the
28

educational problems, they generally advise "that the
Siou1C be involved in the schooling of their children"
(1964 105), In another study (M. Wax 1969), the local
educators among Oklahoma Cherokee were found to be
unaware of and uninterested in the Cherokee language,
values, or cultural traditions. The same study showed
that Cherokee parents wanted their children educated
but were also aware of school abuses toward their
children. The report included recommendations that
both the English and Cherokee languages be taught in
the schools and that the teachers learn Cherokee
language and traditions.
Erik Erickson (1939 7:101-156) offers a discourse
on the cultural conflict among the Pine Ridge Sioux
resulting from formal schooling. He makes comparative
references to Margaret Mead's 1932 study of the
"Antlers" (her pseudonym for a Plains tribe).
Erickson concludes that the traditional enculturation
process must be recognized "so that the transition
to federal education may be based on the conscience
(now on the defense) developed in the Indian child's
earliest childhood" (1939 7:154). Two additional
studies concerning the Dakota Sioux focus on urban
adaptation. Kenmitzer (1970 246-267) found that among
the adolescent Sioux living in the San Francisco Bay
area, the school environment provided the primary
socializing influence (1970 265). Martin (1964 23:293)
reports that the adjustment of Sioux to an urban environment was greater for those who had experienced
a combined Indian school and public school education
than for those who had received an education in an
Indian or public school exclusively.
Further social/cultural aspects of Indian education research explicitly refer to acculturation,
culture change, and values. In a study comprising
Arapaho, Shoshone, and white high school students in
the vicinity of the Wind River Reservation, Tefft
(1967 40:145-157) found indications that Arapaho teenagers were not able to make firm commitments to any
set of peer-rewarding values. Exploring differences
in intergenerational values and family structure among
the Wind River Shoshone, Tefft (1968 70:330-333) discovered that the third generation informants were
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acknowledging whites as their reference group. Helper
and Gerfield (1965 2:817-822) used the semantic differential technique in comparing values between Indian
and white high school students in South Dakota.
Fisher (1966/67 27:2231B) concluded that there is
continuity of traditional values among the young Blood
Indians of Alberta. In studying cooperation and competition in games among Canadian Blackfoot Indian
children and non-Indian urban children, Miller and
Thomas (1972 43:1104-10) found that the Blackfoot children tended to cooperate more with each other when it
was adaptive to do so. Findings in a study comprising
Indian and non-Indian high school students in Montana
by Larson (1971A) indicate that ethnicity accounts for
differences in seeking advice and assistance in education (1971A 17). A similar study by Larson (1971B)
suggested that parents are perceived to have the
greatest influence on students' school work.
Mental health and personality have long been areas
of interest to those studying American Indian education. In 1936, Anderson (20:472-476) discovered in a
mental hygiene survey of eastern Oklahoma Indian children that those who had been considered mentally
defective were actually suffering from a lack of opportunity. Sydiaha and Rempel (1964 5:139-148) also
found that lack of opportunity, rather than motivational and attitudinal predisposition, . accounted for
the barriers to economic and social development of
the Metis Indians. Ruth Wallis (1954 25:185-192)
discovered that the overt fears of Dakota children were
similar to fears shown by rural white children in the
U.S. Statistically significant differences in personality factor mean scores were found between Crow and
Northern Cheyenne Indian college students and nonIndian college students by Kennedy (1971 11:27-31).
The Cress and O'Donnell (1974 11:306-309) research on
behavior and personality among Oglala Sioux produced
results indicating that mixed-bloods had higher
achievement and greater popularity than did the fullbloods. Self-concept and academic self-assessment
were found by Hoffman (1961/70 30:1226B-1227B) to be
significantly related to educational aspirations among
Indian students in Montana. In his research among
Sioux Indian students on scholastic failure and
30
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personality conflict, John Bryde concludes that among
the Indian groups categorized by "degree of Indian
blood" there were no significant differences in
achievement but there were significant differences in
personality variables: "the more Indian blood one had
the more disruption he revealed ...• " (1970 141).

t

Other research projects have investigated intelligence and academic achievement of Native Americans.
Garth (1923 30:388-401), in examining the intelligence
of several Indian groups including some on the Plains,
produced results suggesting that mixed-bloods had
higher intelligence scores than full-bloods and that
nomadic tribes excelled sedentary tribes in intelligence scores. Different conclusions were reached by
Rohrer (1942 16:99-105) in measuring the intelligence
of Osage Indians. He indicates that there was no
significant difference between the average Osage child
and the average white child in IQ, and that there was
no correlation between the degree of Osage blood and
test intelligence. Telford (1932 14:113-145) reports
that among Sioux and Chippewa students in North Dakota
no relationship was found between degrees of Indian
blood and test performance. Findings in Helen Cole's
study (1971/72 32:3779A) among Indian and white adolescents in Oklahoma suggest that there are no significant differences between the two groups in rates of
learning. MacArthur (1962) explored the intellectual
ability of Canadian Indian and Metis pupils by attempting to minimize cultural bias and concluded that the
production of norms for this group was needed. Miller
(1968) included intelligence and achievement in his
investigation of the effects of integration on rural
North Dakota Indian students. The achievement problems of South Dakota Indians were studied by Deissler
(1961/62), who reports that the Indian students who
spoke their native language at home were not as high
achievers as other Indian students. Kuske focused his
study (1969/70 30:4280A) on the psycholinguistic abilities of mentally handicapped and non-mentally handicapped Sioux Indian and non-Indian children.
Vocational and adult training, a major facet of
formal education among American Indians, is intrinsically bound to economic considerations. In
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examining Indian education in North Dakota in the
early 1940's, Hoff (1943) found that an important
objective of the various types of schools was "to
train Indian youth to take up life on the land •••• and
to teach them how to use and save their resources"
(1943 203). More recently, Buckley and others (1963)
surveyed the cultural, social and economic backgrounds
of Indians and Metis in Saskatchewan. They concluded
that there was a particular need for adult and vocational training and a general need for reorganization
in all educational opportunities. Success in an adult
training program in Montana was investigated by Ronald
Allen (1968). His findings indicate that older participants and those from the Blackfoot and Crow reservations were more successful than younger participants
and those from other reservations, and that participants who had attended Indian schools were less
successful than those who had attended mission and
public schools. Blume (1968) examined the benefits
of institutional training programs for Indians in
Oklahoma and found that there was an average increase
in income and length of employment for those who
completed the training. Relocation returnees were
studied by Brinker and Taylor (1974), They discovered
the training programs to be working especially well
for the Indians of the Southern Plains. Lieberman
(1973) explored the effects of mobility among Chippewas
and whites after participation in training programs.
While an abundance of curricular materials in
Indian education has recently been developed, only
a few studies offer results that lend themselves
readily to actual curriculum development. Many curricular materials have little or no basis in research
findings, Brewton Berry (1968 90), in his review of
American Indian education literature, found that
curricular research matters have been largely ignored.
In the research conducted by the Waxes (1964, 1969),
some attention has been given to curricular assessment
and recommendations, The diagnosis of curricular needs
among Devils Lake Sioux teenagers was the main thrust
of a study by Ahler (1975). Using the semantic differential technique, significant differences were
found between Indian and non-Indian high school students in ascribing meaning to social studies concepts,
32

results which would suggest alterations in the present
curriculum.
In summary, the majority of research studies so
far accomplished in Plains Indian education have been
scattered and narrow in scope. Findings from one
research project to the next are often conflicting
and fail to lend themselves to any definitive statement
on Native American education. Some studies appear to
be aimed at ferreting out inferiorities in Native
Americans to no constructive end. Most investigators
are not concerned with or are unsuccessful in providing
translations of their results into suggested practical
application in the classroom. Further, many research~
ers seem to have little regard for or understanding of
the Native American cultures involved. Anthropologists
could provide research in broad scope acculturation
and culture conflict problems with proposals for improving education among Native Americans. Together
with educators, anthropologists could examine the
possibilities of offering and supporting alternative
forms of education for Native Americans, alternatives
which would be more consistent with their cultural
values. Beyond the more immediate concerns, anthropologists are likely candidates to produce workable
theories of cross-cultural learning patterns. Theories
of this nature would be extremely helpful in planning
more relevant and meaningful research strategies,
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